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UM CHEMISTS STUDYING EFFECTS
OF ASH FALLOUT ON STREAMS, LAKES
By Virginia Vickers Braun
Office of University Relations
University of Montana
MISSOULA—
J.

While the dust may have settled, the long-range effects of the Mount St.
Helens ash fallout are still being studied.
Dr. Richard E. Juday and Edward J. Keller of the chemistry department at
the University of Montana have been awarded a $14,000 grant to see if the ash
fallout from last year’s eruption has had a fertilizing effect on the area's
lakes and streams, thus causing undesirable algae blooms.
The grant was awarded by the Office of Water Research and Technology, a
division of the U.S. Department of the Interior.
So far, Juday has found that the ash has had a "slight but appreciable
fertilizing effect" on the Clearwater lakes of Alva, Inez, Seeley, Placid and
Salmon.

He said toxic blooms of blue-green algae have been known to kill

cattle in eastern Montana, but don't represent a threat in the western part of
the state.
Although the ash from St. Helens was comprised of 80 percent silica, which
is not soluble in water, it also contained phosphate and nitrate which act as a
fertilizer.

In addition, the ash contained a lot of magnetic iron oxide, which,

while not soluble in water, may be dissolved by certain bacteria.
Juday, who began taking water samples immediately after St. Helens erupted,
said the Clearwater lakes bloomed in September at the normal time last year.
But, he said, the amount of growth was higher than expected.
(over)

The lakes also
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contained almost identical amounts of algae, which is unusual.

Laboratory

tests showed that ash extracted from the lakes and incubated with lake water
had a fertilizing effect on the algae.

This year, Juday said, the lakes con

tained less algae and in differing amounts.
Juday is continuing to incubate water samples taken from the Clearwater
lakes with ash extract to see what the further effects will be.

The grant, he

said, "will give us a chance to look at things for another couple of years."
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